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ABSTRACT 



This document reviews current literature about predicting 



student success in an online environment and what influences learning online. 
Online students are often older and more self -directed than traditional 
college students. They have their own set of cognitive characteristics and 
expectations of the learning experience. Among the findings of various 
studies about student success are that online students tend to attribute 
their success to study habits and discount the role of teacher quality, that 
experience with e-mail and computers is positively correlated with course 
performance, and that these students tend to be more self-sufficient. The 
paper also discusses the dilemma of what constitutes learning. Though past 
studies have found no appreciable difference or even higher grades for online 
versus traditional courses, it does not necessarily mean that online students 
learn more. The paper presents a model for understanding student learning 
online. This model states that factors that the students bring with them, 
such as their purpose for taking a course and their attitude about computers, 
act on the students, who in turn must deal with the technologies employed in 
the course in order to learn. Directions for future research are discussed. 
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Introduction 



The widespread introduction of online courses for degree-credit in colleges and universities 
around the globe has sparked contentious discussion among administrators, faculty, and faculty 
unions (AAUP 1999, Ehrmann, 1999; Noble 1998; Roschelle & Pea, 1999; Tsichritzis, 1999). 
Two debates have emergpd. The first centers around the workload for faculty conducting online 
courses. One finds broad agreement among faculty and faculty unions that teaching online is 
more work than teaching in the classroom. Teachers have to develop a new concept of what a 
course “is” online, develop a new set of instructional materials (after learning how to use the 
requisite technologies), rethink course pace and activities, and deal with extensive online 
communication with students (Almeda, 1998; Feenberg, 1999; Friedheim & Jaffee, 1999; 
Maloney, 1999). Paradoxically, administrators point to online courses as an efficient method of 
reaching more students without investing in new “bricks-and- mortar” infrastructure. Which, in 
turn, leads to the second debate: the quality of online courses (Agre, 1999; Martin, 1999; 
Newson, 1999). 

While most teachers, administrators and students agree that moderate- sized classes taught 
in person by experienced professors are ideal, the reality of today’s educational environment 
dictates incorporation of alternate formats into the model: large classes with hundreds of 
students, extensive reliance on teaching assistants and adjunct lecturers, and distance learning 
options. 1 How can quality be maintained with less face-to-face access to the cornerstone of 



1 The terms “online” and “distance learning” require some definition in the context of this paper. Distance learning 
refers to any kind of learning at distance, where the student does not come to the college to attend classes on a 
regular basis. This includes many formats such as correspondence courses, telecourses, teleconferencing, and online 
courses. Online courses are courses where the vast majority of the communication and interaction among students 
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